TEACHING YOUTH SOCCER


This paper will outline some of the teaching methods involved in coaching youth soccer players.  It specifically is directed toward players between the ages of ten to twelve.  Youth coaches should note that methods of teaching and principles of learning used in the schools are also applicable to their work.  They should familiarize themselves with the material and use it to their advantage.


In dealing with children of this age the coach will work primarily in the psychomotor domain, due to the nature of soccer.  The next influential domain is the affective domain, for players of this age are still developing their morals, principles, attitudes and ideals.  The coach has an enormous influence on this aspect of the child’s development.  This is a significant responsibility!


The cognitive domain is beginning to have an impact upon children at this stage to an ever-increasing degree.  Yet the child is still not able to simulate a great deal of abstract thought.  Hence many aspects of individual, group and team tactics will have to wait.  The coach should not neglect all aspects of tactics though as these players are ready to learn many of the basics, such as, the 1-2 pass or diagonal defense.


The coach should also familiarize himself with the various theories of learning.  These include Thorndike, Guthrie, Kohler and Tolman.  Thorndike is the forerunner of those theorists who see the strengthening of a stimulus to a response (S-R) best explained by some reinforcing agent.  Guthrie makes no use of the reinforcing concept, basing his theory on the simultaneous presence or contiguity of stimulus with response.  Kohler was of the Gestalt school of thought and he proposed that the right psychological formula should be: pattern of stimulation—organization—response to the products of organization.  Tolman attempted to combine the best of the S-R theory (Thorndike) with his own belief that a response was a directed, goal-orientated action.  These theories will be further discussed later in this article.

These concerns and an outline of coaching organization and teaching methods follow.




ORGANIZATION


This is an important factor for any coach at any level, yet for the coach of youth players it is particularly important to be well organized.  Players in the age range of ten to twelve have a relatively short attention span, are restless and easily distracted.  It is therefore necessary for the coach to have his players occupied for every minute of the training session, if he is to get any positive work done.  The training session should not last more than two hours at the most, as the players will then begin to rapidly fatigue and all attention and cooperation will be lost.  I suggest for players less than twelve years of age a training session lasting from one to one and a half hours.  The coach should keep in mind that unlike teenagers or older players, players under twelve do not need as much fitness work, as they already have almost limitless energy.


The majority of the training session can be used to develop individual ball techniques and skills and individual and small group tactics.


Neil B. Ingels
 has outlined the organization a youth soccer coach must follow:

1. “Exhibit exemplary conduct at both practices and games.  Team discipline reflects the coach’s attitude 100%.

2. Coach clean, skillful, honest and sportsmanlike soccer.

3. Stress playing hard to win, over winning itself.

4. Work at team morale as hard as soccer skills and tactics.

5. Maximize praise and minimize criticism in all dealings with team members.

6. Make corrections slowly and calmly, in a manner tailored to the individual.

7. Be a skills teacher…stress individual skill development more than tactics.  Minimize lectures, maximize demonstrations.

8. Coach talented and untalented players with equal vigor.

9. Minimize coaching from the sidelines during games.

10. Preplan all practice sessions in detail to be interesting, fast paced, and involve all team members as much as possible (minimize standing around).

11. Treat the referee with respect, no matter what the call.

12. Help the referee keep order on the sidelines during games.

13. Welcome feedback from players and parents alike concerning potential problems and ways to improve.”

Mr. Ingels brings up the significant point of relations with parents and Public

Relations in general.  These are very important areas to be discussed in greater detail.




P.R. ---Parental Relations/Public Relations

The youth soccer coach must be cognizant of the role he plays in the personality, as well as physical development of his players.  Therefore, he must work closely with the children’s parents and with the community in which his team is set.

The attitudes and actions he displays are scrutinized by his players.  He often is a stronger model for the children than the parents, simply because he is an adult figure other than the parents.  Children at this age are looking for models to copy and they want some model in addition to their parents.  Their teachers also serve as models, although they are not held in as favorable a light as the coach simply because of the school environment and because the tasks the school teacher gives them is considered tedious and/or difficult work, rather than the pure fun and enjoyment offered by the coach.  Indeed even the taxing work demanded by the coach is tolerated and even enjoyed because of the reward to follow (play) or eustress.

Eustress (positive stress) is arousal that contributes to health, satisfaction and productivity, such as long term goals, zest for life and problem solving.  If the coach uses activities during training sessions instead of drills then even the work of a training session will be considered fun by the kids.  In fact problem solving is a corner stone of proper coaching methods.
Thus, the coach has a large responsibility to the children and their parents.  He also has a responsibility to his community to develop good citizens, because once again his deeds influence other team members, coaches and spectators.

Parents should be contacted as soon as possible after the draft to let them know when your team will train, how long training will last, your policy concerning training in bad weather, when regularly scheduled matches are played, and when team rosters and match schedules will be available.  Try to get each parent involved in helping with team duties, as this will give you more time to devote to coaching.



THEORIES OF LEARNING

Learning in general means a change of behavior and learning is inferred from the performance of a person.  Some learning is latent and might be exhibited in performance at some future time.  Learning is a process of a person making a systematic adjustment.

The theorists mentioned earlier all agree to these definitions of learning, but they have different ideas on how it takes place.

Thorndike’s regard of learning is a matter of stimulus and response, with a connection or bond being established in the nervous system, thus stimulus-response (S-R).  He stressed that learning takes place by trial and error.  Furthermore, he believes that learning is specific to the immediate task.  His theory proposes that the practice of one task would only aid the performance of a second task, where the two contained identical elements.  This has led to the formulation of the theory of transfer of training.  [Hence soccer training should simulate the match…use game-like activities]
Guthrie’s theory rejected the idea that reinforcement was necessary for learning to take place.  He hypothesized that all learning is characterized by the close association in time of the stimulus and the response.  He proposed that the stimuli present as the response occurs, are the future cues for the response.  [The use of small sided games in training follows this theory]  Guthrie considered modifying his basic principle to the simple statement that what is being noticed becomes a signal for what is being done.  The essence of contiguity is the proximity of the stimulus and the response.

Kohler broadened the principles of the Gestalt school of thought into a theoretical structure.  The Gestalt school attempted to show, by experimentation and analogy, that the laws of visual perception and the laws of learning are alike.  Kohler proposed that the right psychological formula should be: pattern of stimulation—organization—response to the products of organization.  As far as the pattern of stimulation is concerned, field theory recognizes that any forms of analysis of behavior must begin with the situation as a whole.  Only then can it claim that it has not been misled by one or more elements in the situation.  The following interlocking statements would appear to give cogency to this principle of Gestalt psychology:

a. The whole is more than the sum of its parts.

b. Parts derive their properties from wholes.

c. The whole conditions the activities of its parts.

One of the basic notions in field psychology is that concerned with a person’s innate ability to structure situations.  This ability has been called insight.

Tolman attempted to combine the best of the S-R theory with his own belief that a response was directed goal orientated action.  He suggested that there was an intervening variable between the stimulus and the response.  Tolman assumed that human learning depends on the meaning an individual places on an entire situation; he also held that behavior is determined by the organism’s perceptions.  Certain signs in the environment are perceived as having more significance than others.  Since these signs are recognized in their total context, the word gestalt is used in conjunction with it.  This then forms a key concept in this theory, the sign gestalt.  He held that observations reveal the purposiveness of behavior.  To talk of an organism’s purpose is defined behaviorally, was his contention.  Tolman would see the teacher’s task as arranging conditions so that a number of choice points were required of the learner.  With this kind of experience in dealing with a problem, the learner would discover the signs that lead to a solution.  Reactions are made to certain stimuli, which always come before other stimuli as signals that the other stimuli are about to arrive.  [SO?!]
Evidence has been accumulated to support a view that there are different kinds of learning.  Each of the early theories of learning was formulated to explain all forms of learning.  The arguments which persisted for so many years were about the suitability of one or other of the theories as the most acceptable to do this.

It should be evident to the modern coach/teacher that learning does indeed involve many processes.  A knowledge of these theories of learning may help the coach to comprehend the manner in which a player may be learning at the time, i.e.; trial and error, stimulus—response, insight, etc.  With this knowledge at hand the coach may then be better able to teach the individual.  Combine this knowledge with the correct teaching method (to be discussed later in this paper) and the coach may instigate a highly effective learning process.


HIERARCHY OF CONTROL

Concerning the hierarchy of control Eric Worthington
 states:

It has been proposed that football skill consists of a hierarchy of factors.  Over many years players in the game learn to become skillful, they proceed through, and give more or less attention to each level of the hierarchy.  With gradual increase of skill, they do not need to become conscious of the separate parts of each level.  A boy learning what is to him a new kind of kick, may have to think very carefully about where his feet are going to be placed.  The whole process is at the conscious level.  It would be wrong to say that he is thinking about kicking a ball if by that we implied that skilled players are not thinking, the skilled player will be thinking, but not about the ball or his feet.  Were he to do this he could not possibly attend to these other sources of information.  The central processing system, to use the cybernetic term for the central nervous system, is a single channel system.  It can only deal with one stimulus event at a time.  The second stimulus must wait until the system has cleared the first signal.  To return to the boy learning the new variety of kicking, he does not have to think about the behaviour of the ball, his ball sense is developed enough for his one-track mind to attend to his foot placing.  He has learned to understand the behaviour of a ball so well that he has delegated the responsibility for that kind of information to other parts of the brain.  One might also say it has been relegated down to other and lower levels of the nervous system.  In cybernetic terminology, a feedback loop has been built to cater for ball behaviour.  The single channel may now be used to process more urgent and higher level tactical and strategical information, or to deal with new information.
Youth players kicking in the general direction of the goal will not think about their movements.  What concerns them more than anything else is making contact with the ball.  They are at the individual technique level and all movements below that will be controlled at the subconscious level.  Their thoughts would not include the finer points of group skill; this would need to be built in at some time in the future.

The youth coach should note closely the table below.  He should place each of his players at a level on the table, after close evaluation.  Once the coach knows the level of the player he will be better able to coach that individual and may even want to make an Individual Evaluation Profile (IEP) for that player.

	
	
	
	
	
	

	6 TEAM SKILL
	Cooperative
	Confident
	Application of Strategy and Tactics
	Competitive
	Players have to LEARN to compete together as a team – a slow process needing much time

	5 GROUP SKILL
	Mobility versus Balance
	Penetration versus Delay
	Depth versus Depth
	Width versus Concentration
	Some will never LEARN how to be a “player-watcher” because of poor ball techniques.

	4 INDIVIDUAL BALL TECHNIQUES
	Dribbling
	Ball Striking

(Foot, Head, Fist)
	Receiving
	Tackling
	Must be LEARNED – “ball sense” is not natural – best learned before 12 years of age.

	3 PHYSICAL FITNESS
	Endurance
	Mobility
	Strength
	Speed
	Needs little special attention in soccer training until early adolescence – until then, other factors are more important.

	2 BASIC MOVEMENTS
	Twist and Turn
	Run
	Jump
	Stop and Start
	All children can do these but MOST children need to LEARN the best way – some will never learn by themselves.

	1 MOTIVATION
	Aspiration
	Persistence
	Arousal
	Social
	Important throughout “soccer life” – much of it LEARNED in early childhood.


Table 1 Six levels of learning football skill and the key factors within each level.





CURRICULUM

A curriculum is not an account of the subject to be taught, but an outline plan for teaching of the subject.  It is an attempt to account for all the learning that is guided by the coach.  It is the coach’s responsibility to prepare his own curriculum for the teaching of soccer.  There will be many factors which he will have to consider in the planning that is necessary.  Many of these will be relative to the particular environment.  The curriculum will reflect the specific local conditions for which the coach may account.

The process of learning is made very much easier if both the coach and the player know what they are trying to achieve.  This should be an explicit statement.  The more specific and precise the statement is the better.  These statements are the coach’s objectives.  The player is aided if he knows not only what to do from moment to moment, but also whether he has done it or not.  The coach’s task is easier if he knows what to look for in the player’s performance.

There should be continuity throughout the year in the way training sessions are conducted.  Plan all training sessions in advance and in detail.  Assemble juggling activities, physical exercises, individual activities and small sided games.  Like any teacher, a soccer coach must decide what skills will be introduced during the year and in what sequence.  Author Neil Ingels suggests this progression:

1) Short pass

2) Instep pass

3) Shooting

4) Dribbling

5) Heading

6) Trapping

7) Tackling

A number of training sessions should be devoted to each of these skills, determined by how rapidly the team acquires each skill.  Keepers should receive extra coaching of a specialized sort due to the unique nature of keeper skills.  The keepers should also drill with the field players to develop well rounded skills.


[image: image1]
As with skills, tactics should be taught in a planned sequence throughout the season.  Again I quote Mr. Ingels:

i) Introduction to the system of play (e.g. 4-3-3, 3-4-3, etc.)

ii) General responsibilities for all players, independent of position

iii) The 14 penal offenses (fouls) and the offside rule

iv) General positional responsibilities (defense, midfield, forward, goalie)

v) Special offensive and defensive positions and responsibilities for:

(1) Kick-offs

(2) Throw-ins

(3) Goal kicks

(4) Corner kicks

(5) Free kick (direct and indirect)

(6) Penalty kicks

Finally the coach must be flexible with his curriculum and be ready to change it.  He will have to use his knowledge and judgment as the season progresses as to whether the curriculum set is best for the team.  For what the team displays may dictate that the coach progress ahead of the schedule or lapse behind the schedule of the curriculum.  Do not feel confined by a curriculum.



COACHING METHODS

Soccer coaches will in many instances use the same methods of instruction as a teacher in a classroom.  Perhaps not in the same manner or style, but the instruction principles will be the same.  He will draw upon his knowledge of the theories of learning, the hierarchy of control, knowledge of strategy, tactics, ball skills, fitness conditioning, and player motivation and management.  He will rely on a variety of teaching methods.

These methods include the hierarchy developed by Muska Mosston.

I. Command Style

II. Task Style

III. Reciprocal Style

IV. Individual Program (teacher design)

V. Guided Discovery

VI. Problem Solving

VII. Individual Program (student design)

The Command Style is simply total control by the coach.  All decisions concerning every aspect of the game and training must be made by the coach.  This style is often overused, but when applied in the right situation and used sparingly it is quite effective and productive.

The Task Style is the same as the Command Style in every way except one; it allows the player to make one decision.  The player is allowed to give feedback to the coach in the areas under Mosston’s Impact Set, namely; whom to teach, what to teach, where to teach, time decisions, quantity decisions, quality decisions, choice of teaching style, team climate, and adjustment decisions.  The player is not allowed to make his own decisions in these areas, he is simply allowed to be aware of them and accept them.  This style is one step forward in giving the player more responsibility toward becoming an independent learner.

In the Reciprocal Style the player is now allowed some responsibility in the Post-Impact Set as well as the Impact-Set.  Again this is another step forward towards independent learning for the player.

In the Individual Progress (teacher design) the player has the same responsibility areas as in the Reciprocal Style, but the responsibilities in the Post-Impact Set are modified The main aspect of the Individual Program is that the player, presented with the entire program, chooses that task and the level of performance within it that he considers best suited to him at the time.

The cognitive domain has not been included on the part of the players under the previous coaching styles, this barrier must be crossed.  The first style of coaching past this barrier is Guided Discovery.  In this style, the coach guides the player through small, sequential discoveries until he discovers the focus, the goal, which the coach has selected.  The player is presented with a sequence of questions so meticulously arranged that the player always discovers the correct response until the focus is reached.

The next step on the spectrum of coaching styles is the next level of discovery: Problem Solving.  The essential difference between Guided Discovery and Problem Solving is in the deployment of the cognitive powers.  Problem Solving uses divergent thinking, which means that the player can make any decision about the subject matter as long as the problem at hand is solved.  This style of coaching appears here on the spectrum because it provides for more player decision making, more in both quantity and quality.  It provides for decisions about alternatives in solutions, one of the most striking consequences of Problem Solving.

Although the Independent Program (student design) is the most open-ended, and by definition provides the student with the greatest level of freedom in decision making, some guidelines are offered for its operation.

1. About his area of interest within the broad boundaries of the subject matter currently under study.

2. About some specific topics within that area of interest.

3. About how to use and integrate self-generated ideas with the information gathered from other sources.  At this stage on the spectrum the player knows when the coach is needed.

4. About the process for collecting, organizing, recording and retrieving information.

5. About the product, about the final form of the accumulated information and the creative substance.

This kind of independent creative behavior also requires time—perhaps several weeks or months.  This dimension calls for considerable adjustment in our view of efficiency.

The coach may progress through these steps with his team or he may try to apply them individually where possible, for on one team several players may be at different levels.  With players between the ages of ten to twelve, the coach will rely most frequently upon the Task Style and the Command Style.  He should at this age begin introducing the players to the Reciprocal Style.  The coaching methods should be chosen to suit the theory of learning and the curriculum and importantly the players.



CONCLUSION

In conclusion the coach whether full-time or part-time should be trained about learning and teaching for it is not enough to know strategy, tactics and to be able to kick a ball; the coach must be able to effectively impart his knowledge to others.  If he cannot then he is useless.
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